KIRTAN, 


The term Kirtan as is used in Bengal denotes a 
particular class of music devoted to Krishnite ideas. 


With some Kirtan is more a form of intonated reci- | 


tation describing and explaining the different _ phases 
of Leela or the holy deeds of Krishna and Radha. 
- Asis natural the musical value of Kirtan is secondary 
to its sentimental expressions. According to the 
opinion of others Kirtan is as good and as developed 
a music as any other type. 


Be that as it may, Kirtan offers enough food for 
reflection on the cultural and social peculiarities which 
cannot be brushed aside while considering the origin 
and development of fine arts in India. 


_ Every Pada of Kirtan, composed by any and 
every Vaishnava poet shows the name of a Raga in 
which it is to be sung and not infrequently the Kirtan 


masters know the Tala in which it is to be accom- 
panied on the Khole. Every Raga-name is well 
known to the exponents of classical music though the 
Kirtan singers do not follow the rules of those Ragas, 
nor do.they know the peculiarities of the different 
Ragas as they are sung in classical music. They 
simply know the name of the Raga of a particular 
Pada and is quite ignorant why it is so different from 


. the classical Raga of the same name. 
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The existence of the Raga names and a system 
of a very intricate and well-developed Talas in Kirtan 
go to prove beyond doubt that Kirtan as an art deve- 
loped into a scientific system though hardly any 
Kirtan master is available who can satisfactorily 
explain its theory. 


I am not a Kirtan singer, nor do I claim expert — 
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knowledge in Kirtan to any extent. None the less I 
enjoy it. In my attempt to understand it from the 
musical point of view, the following facts have become 
apparent to me and I have come to a few important 
conclusions. 


1. Kirtan had its origin and development in 
Bengal and though handled mostly by those who most 
probably were not experts in classical music, had a 
systematic and scientific growth. 


2. The Raga element of Kirtan might originally 
have been introduced by those who know at least 
something of Raga music. At least the history of the 
Goudiya Vaishnavas claim that Kirtan as an art 


-in that province. 


music was devised and developed’ by the great. 


Acharyas Narottam, Sreenivas and Shyamananda, 
who had spent a long time at Brindaban during the 
time of Shahjahan and _ had received copious 
musical training from the Ustads of the then Mughal 
court. Some old accounts go to show that this Kirtan 
had all the elements of Dhrupad singing. But subse- 
quently these elements . proved very weak due to the 
fact that Kirtan had more to do with sentiments than 
with musical construction and found in folk music 
more than in classical music favourable elements 
worth borrowing. The .Raga name _ therefore, 
became in course of time mere names with very 
little reference to the requirements of ‘accepted 
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3. The’ Tala element on the other: hand worked 
uite. differently and in course of time became ‘a very 
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5. The Vaishnava poets of Bengal who composed, 
almost all the Kirtan Padas drew all their inspira- 
tion from two great masters of the middle age, viz, 
Jaydev and Sree Chaitanya. 


6. Both these masters spent a considerable: 
portion of their lives in Orissa and were directly or 
indirectly responsible for practically saturating the | 
whole of Orissa with Vaishnava ideas and hence 
Kirtan found an easy entry and spread. widely 


Here we find a clue to some peculiarities of Kirtan 
which have always baffled those who have tried to 
study its theory. The clue as I have found out is 
this :. et 


Orissa had always been the meeting ground for 
North Indian and South Indian cultures. Ever a 


‘casual student of the architecture and other arts of 


well developed system independent of anything’known © 


in classical music. Consequently we ‘now find: that 
in the same province in which Kirtan developed, 


classical music drew all its inspiration from the ac- — 


cepted types of Hindustani. musical system while 
Kirtan followed its own independent course. -°. 


4, Outside Bengal the only province that accepted 
Kirtan on the widest possible scale was Orissa. The 
only other place beyond these two provinces in which 
Kirtan was introduced was: Brindaban,’a town of 


- widely used in Kirtan. 


U. P., where the influence of the Bengal Vaishnavas | 


1 


was. predominant. 


Orissa will conform to this. A musical Soiree in that 
province unfailingly provides for the music both of 
the North and the South. Not only that, but one 
often can hear a Hindusthani tune in Oriya being 
sung In accompaniment of South Indian Tala and 
vice-versa, There are Ragas and. Talas also’ in 
which an amalgamation of the two schools of music | 
can be easily traced. ET a. : 


+ 


If we consider the above facts and. remember at 
the same time that the Kirtan of Bengal was widely 
and intensely cultured in Orissa, it will not be difficult 
to ascertain why Kirtan has absorbed specially in its. 
Tala system, very. important elements normally 
foreign to Bengal. For not only its Tala names con- 
form more’ to the Carnatic school of music, but even’ 
the very.‘ Boles’ or Phonetic representations, such as~ 
‘Jha’, ‘Gurh. Gurh’, etc., as recorded in ancient 
books on music and used in South Indian music are 


Here is an excellent field for research work, which 
if properly done, will throw light on a very important 
creation of Bengal’s genius. _ 





